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Funk and Afrofuturism:
The Past, Present, and Future of The Funk
Dr. Frederick “Rickey” Vincent

This was the Keynote Lecture of the 2021 Dayton Funk Symposium.
Let me begin with some gratitude:
•
•

•

•

Thank you to Sharon Gratto and her staff for establishing funk as
a University Symposium subject, which is so long overdue.
Thank you to Dr. Scot Brown for helping to make the first
symposium happen, and for doing the tireless work illuminating
the Dayton funk legacy.
Thank you to Michael Sampson, who initiated the Dayton Funk
Museum concept in the 1990s, which is managed today by David
Webb and other dedicated individuals.
Thank you to all who are still in pursuit of “The Funk,” as
listeners, dancers, musicians, writers, scholars, and living beings.

My name is Dr. Rickey Vincent, Associate Professor of Critical
Ethnic Studies, California College of the Arts, San Francisco. I’m also a
Lecturer in African American Studies at UC Berkeley. I am the author of
Funk: The Music, the People, and the Rhythm of The One and host of
The History of Funk on KPFA radio in Berkeley, airing every Friday
night since 1994.
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I grew up among musicians and bands in the 1970s East Bay funk
scene. Graham Central Station performed a free concert at Berkeley High
School in 1977. I saw Parliament-Funkadelic land The Mothership in
November of 1977 at the Oakland Coliseum Arena during their P-Funk
Earth Tour. I saw many other coliseum funk shows, lineups that featured
the likes of Earth Wind & Fire, The Isley Brothers, The Commodores,
Heatwave, Brass Construction, The Bar-Kays, The Blackbyrds, Cameo,
Zapp, Slave, Bootsy’s Rubber Band, and many more. This was during
my Berkeley High School years, and many of us at the time interpreted
the social construct of “the funk band” in real time, as they performed.
One might call us “Zig Zag sociologists” who partook in ad hoc
musicology analyses as teenagers.
As an undergrad at UC Berkeley, I began life as a music program
host at KALX radio in 1983. Working under the tutelage of Professor
Roy Thomas, I developed these ideas about the significance of funk in
written form; and after two years at San Francisco State, eventually I
published Funk: The Music, the People, and the Rhythm of The One in
1996. Again, I am honored to be here to represent The Funk!
Tonight I’d like to talk about how timeless The Funk is, how it can
represent blackness from the ancient to the future. I will discuss:
• Funk and Afrofuturism, unifying the future and the past
• James Brown and the Rhythm Revolution
• Sly and the Family Stone and “Unified Funk”
• P-Funk and the grand break from Western sensibilities
• The future of The Funk.

Afrofuturism
Let us begin with Afrofuturism. What is Afrofuturism? Ytasha
Womack describes Afrofuturism as "the intersection between black
culture, technology, liberation, and the imagination.”
It can be expressed through film; it can be expressed through art,
through literature, and most definitely through music. It’s a way of
bridging the future and the past and essentially helping to reimagine the
experience of people of color.
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Funk and “Black Liberation”
In many ways The Funk provides a pathway to this kind of liberation
… Historically, hard street funk is often referred to as a soundtrack to the
Black Power Movement. The Black Power Movement inspired artists as
well as activists toward self-determination. The influence of the Nation
of Islam (NOI) and Malcolm X, while inspiring resistance, inspired staid
constructions of blackness and Black masculinity. The construction of
the street-wise Black militant, for instance, created an imaginary in
which often the Black woman and Black LGBTQ are silenced.

Redefining Black Liberation
Afrofuturism is a response to rigid definitions of Black liberation. It
is the “rise of the Black geek.” Through cosplay (re-enactments),
costumes, comics, games, and various forms of participatory activities
and identifications, definitions of Black heroism, leadership, and
possibility are constantly challenged.
The Black scientist, the Black mystic, the Black adventurer, the
Black “super hero,” the Black Queen Mother—all navigate spaces in the
realm of Afrofuturism, thus decentering traditionalist Black nationalist
identities.

Afrofuturism and Post-Blackness
Reynaldo Anderson informs us: “Afrofuturism, like post-blackness,
destabilizes previous analyses of blackness … It helps create our own
space in the future, it allows us to control our imagination. … An
afrofuturist is not ignorant of history, but they don’t let history restrain
their creative impulses.”

Afrofuturism and The Funk
Afrofuturism and The Funk means the combining of the ancient and
the future, the past memories and the “exaltation of Black liberation
unbounded,” expressed in 1970s popular music. The 1970s was the
perhaps the only moment in Black history when dreams of a better future
were not simply revealed, but (momentarily) brought into reality. One
could finally dare to ask, “What would Black people be doing if they
were never colonized?” They would be playing The Funk!
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“Sankofa”
Afrofuturism reminds us of sankofa,1 the notion of remembering
one’s past when moving forward. Much of the great and most innovative
Black music does this. The great funk bands incorporated new
technologies and vibrant African traditions in their works.

Emergence of The Funk
From 1964 to 1966, the civil rights movement escalated in scale and
in tone. Efforts through nonviolent civil disobedience to “desegregate”
public institutions gave way to demands for voting rights, which was a
more confrontational objective.
Musically, urgent voices of resistance emerged: from Nina Simone’s
“Mississippi Goddamn” to Curtis Mayfield’s “People Get Ready,”
change was in the air, and it was heard on the radio and in record stores.
After the assassination of Malcolm X in February 1965, the overall
movement grew more confrontational, as did the music. civil rights
movement–era chants that were adapted from church songs and folk
music gave way to an urgency in the rhythms, the instruments, and the
voices that resonated with “Black Power.” From the new “beat on the
streets,” a new sound emerges.
The James Brown band taps into this energy and reflects it nightly on
tour in the mid-1960s. Even the joyous music of Motown and the downhome soul of Stax turns toward a new groove and away from the blues.
In 1969 Brown performed “Mother Popcorn” on The Mike Douglas
Show. The band was dressed in matching dark blue fabrics and wore dark
shades resembling the Black Panthers of the time. One can also notice
the groove, reflected in the percussiveness of each instrument,
particularly the horns—the hard breaks and changes “on the one” of each
measure. Brown can be seen urging on saxophonist Maceo Parker,
toward expressive extremes, screaming at him and channeling raw

1

The sankofa bird is a mythic bird in Akan culture (Ghana), which flies forward
(or stands with feet forward) with its head turned behind it, sometimes holding
an egg in its mouth or on its back. … The sankofa bird reminds us that it is not
wrong to bring pieces of your past with you, as long as you continue forward.
Source: Untold International, “The Sankofa and the Phoenix.” January 15, 2015.
https://untoldinternational.org/the-sankofa-and-the-phoenix/
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excitement back and forth. The performance was one of organized
“blackness”—of chaos under control.

James Brown and “The Funk”
By turning the groove on its head, Brown emphasized “the one”;
popular music had typically been wrapped around “the two and the four”
as songs were built through a verse–verse–chorus structure that had a
familiar pacing, where one could expect a bridge or a change as the song
progressed. Brown’s innovations disrupted those expectations of a
chorus or break, and often established a rhythmic drive without
boundaries. In addition, Brown compelled his bandleaders Nat Jones, Pee
Wee Ellis, Fred Wesley, and others to adapt their bebop-inspired chord
changes and riffs into danceable grooves, leading to a complex, layered,
yet still raw sound—The Funk.
By hitting the groove as long as he saw fit, Brown de-emphasized the
common verse–verse–chorus patterns in popular music, opening African
American music, musicians, and dancers to “extended play,” thus “reAfricanizing” the music, and the audience. This is what one writer
termed “The Sonic Culture of Black Power.”

“The Sonic Culture of Black Power”
Kevin Gains, in his essay “Music is a World: Stevie Wonder and the
Sound of Black Power,” states:
The sonic culture of Black Power, through commercial
recordings of speeches, poetry readings, spoken-word
performances, interviews, radio broadcasts, and most
prominently music, offered a crucial means by which
local information and messages about liberation
struggles reached national and international audiences.
During the 1960s and 1970s, popular music became a
critical site for reflection on the meaning of blackness,
on the historical relationship of African Americans to the
United States, to the African diaspora, and to the world.
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The Sonic Culture of Black Power expands
Black Power aesthetic expands beyond assertions of militancy—
toward self-determination, community pride, and the idea that “Black is
Beautiful.” The Revolution was taking place in the daily life of a
generation of people of African descent who had abandoned the term
“Negro” and were searching for something beyond.
Within this new frame of reference, the “Black Bohemian” emerges,
frequently led by musicians. Billy Preston, Bobby Womack, Buddy
Miles, Richie Havens, Nina Simone, Betty Davis, Jimi Hendrix, and Sly
Stone begin to record music that helps a “now” generation to reimagine
and redefine freedom.
Cultural institutions and events—such as music concerts like the
Harlem Cultural Festival (during the 1969 “Summer of Soul”), the 1972
Los Angeles Wattstax festival (and subsequent film), and TV shows like
Soul Train—revealed Black Americans creating a new reality for
themselves.
Significantly, in 1968, Sly and the Family Stone appeared on The Ed
Sullivan Show, presenting a raucous sound and a “tribalized” look that
was unlike any Black music act ever to appear on television. One could
quickly recognize the individuality of each performer’s dress: Gone were
the pressed blazers and slacks of traditional R&B performers; nobody
“matched,” yet everyone was together. The passionate scream/singing
demanding a “Love City,” with Sly and his sister Rose walking offstage
and into the studio audience, broke down the audience-entertainer
distance. The sonic ingenuity of bassist Larry Graham was ever-present,
as was the striking image of Black female trumpeter Cynthia Robinson,
boldly showcasing the unity amidst diversity of the band.

Sly and the Family Stone “Unified” The Funk
Emerging from the San Francisco Bay Area in 1967, Sly and the
Family Stone broke the mold of Black popular music in multiple ways.
The seven-member band of Blacks and Whites, men and women,
presented a thriving image of “unity amidst diversity” rarely seen to that
date. Sly redefined self-determination through the prism of the Bay Area
social revolution: anti-war, pro-Black pride, pro-women’s equality, unity
amidst race and gender diversity.
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The band created a sonic template, as well as a social template, for
experimentation around inclusion, for pure emotion and structured
sophistication to coexist. The Family Stone allowed for explorations of
freedom to reach far and wide, yet still rock the dance floor.

The Influence of Sly
The influence of Sly and the Family Stone was profound and direct,
from 1968 onward. They created spaces for experimentation with the
psychedelic soul of The Temptations, the O’Jays, Curtis Mayfield, and
Stevie Wonder. They created space for Jimi Hendrix and his uncolonized
blackness to enter mainstream R&B thru guitarist Ernie Isley’s work
among others;.Sly upended the sonic trajectories of Miles Davis, Herbie
Hancock, Donald Byrd, and many jazz-fusion practitioners. The era of
the Great Funk Bands began in Sly’s image.

At the dawn of the 1960s, Black popular music existed in four selfsegregating styles, each with a clientele and often a bias toward the
others. Gospel music emerged from the slave experience as a stalwart of
Black survival and uplift; rhythm and blues thrived as an electrified
rendering of the country blues performers from the Mississippi Delta and
elsewhere; rock and roll was the high-energy derivative of R&B that
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became an American icon; and jazz music continued to evolve through
the decade as an instrumental music of integrity and foresight.
By the end of the 1960s, gospel and rhythm and blues had merged
into what was being called “soul music”—dance music with the moral
authority of gospel. Black rock existed (through Jimi Hendrix primarily)
as a fusion of R&B and rock and roll. And jazz underwent an electrified
fusion with rock as a result of the work of Miles Davis and his influential
wife at the time, Betty Davis. These styles of music would continue to
come together as the 1970s progressed.
In 1976 Graham Central Station appeared on the Mike Douglas
Show, performing a medley of three of their hits: “The Jam, “Your
Love,” and “It’s Alright.” Two of the three songs were high-energy
burners, while the third was slower and featured the powerful and
seamless vocal skills of the band. One could quickly notice the highenergy delivery, a legacy of Sly Stone’s band, as Larry Graham began
his recording career in the Family Stone. One would also notice the
seamless blending of hard and soft, rough grooves and sweet harmonies,
the band packed into the performance—a reflection of unified funk, the
great big-band funk of the ’70s. One could also notice the singing, the
liberatory role of “soul power,” which continued to thrive amidst the
musical mayhem of the era.

The Ancient and the Future in 1972
Listen to “Troglodyte” by Jimmy Castor Bunch—you go back, way
back, to a celebration of the ancient origins of our funk.
Listen to “Outa-Space” by Billy Preston—you go into the future, a
celebration of our future within the machine.
Both songs were released in May 1972 and reached the pop top ten
that summer. The funk aesthetic exists to combine the ancient with the
future, bringing Afrofuturism to the pop charts.
In 1973 Mandrill appeared on Soul Train for the first time,
performing “Hang Loose.” One would quickly notice the following:
• The raw power of the sound, yet the structured riffs and changes
• The diversity of the band members
• The Soul Train dancers all into it, and the praises from Don
Cornelius in the post-performance interview.
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In 1975 Rufus Featuring Chaka Khan appeared on Soul Train and
performed “I’m A Woman (and I’m a Backbone).” One would quickly
notice the following:
• The visual and musical individuality of each member (a
reflection of the Sly influence); the blending of rock riffs and
soul sounds (Sly)
• Chaka’s female vocal power and raw appeal on multiple levels:
visual through her fashion, kinetic through her physical motion,
sonic through her unmatched vocal powers, and thematically
through the lyrics of the song “I’m a Woman and I’m a
Backbone”
• The iconic institution that is Soul Train as a conduit for Black
aspirations and identity formation at the time.
Unified funk could be heard in the early ’70s from: Mandrill, Kool
and the Gang, War, The Bar-Kays, The Isley Brothers, The Ohio Players,
Stevie Wonder, Rufus featuring Chaka Khan, Graham Central Station,
The Ohio Players, The Commodores, Earth, Wind & Fire, The Jimmy
Castor Bunch, Tower of Power, the Average White Band, the
Blackbyrds, BT Express, and Charles Wright and the Watts 103rd Street
Band. After 1975 it could be heard from: Brass Construction, Cameo,
Brick, Slave, the Brothers Johnson, Con Funk Shun, L.T.D., The Gap
Band, One Way, KC and the Sunshine Band, Chic, Pleasure, George
Duke, Herbie Hancock, Rick James and the Stone City Band, Bootsy’s
Rubber Band, and of course Parliament-Funkadelic, among others.

The “Super Groups”
Bill Berry, in a 1978 cover story for Ebony Magazine, took on the
issue of the dominating “Super Groups” of the 1970s:
As a result of the technological marriage among the
poet, the musician, and the electrician, the Super Group
was born. And they have been burning up the top 10
charts with infectious, platinum sound—loud, funky,
electric, and breaking every social and musical taboo.
Musically the Super Groups assault the Puritanical
suppression of earthiness, passion, sex, and abandon.
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Often they sing with razors in their voice and at other
times, they wrap a melody in pure silk. The Super
Groups have forced tradition to redefine the very
meaning of music itself.
— Bill Berry, Ebony, 1978
As such, the great funk bands defied definition. Their impact was so
indescribable, it was not described adequately in the music media, among
pop and rock journalists or among Black historians. It would not be until
the rise of hip-hop a decade later—which utilized The Funk primarily as
a sonic, social, and attitudinal template—did the true recognition of The
Funk begin to take hold.

The P-Funk Experience
No act or artist has had a greater impact on The Funk than George
Clinton. Clinton developed his craft after-hours at a New Jersey
barbershop in the 1950s. His clientele were the street entrepreneurs:
hustlers, gangsters, pimps, and drug dealers in town. Among Clinton’s
many influences, the “street” is always at the center in his work. Using
humor, irony, and play, Clinton both celebrates and satirizes the urban,
male, working-class sensibilities in his life experience.
George Clinton began working with The Parliaments, a Motown
style doo-wop group in the 1950s and 1960s, developing a rich lyrical
style displaying vulnerability and desperation as themes. In 1968 Clinton
turned toward the psychedelic influence, brought a band of local
musicians forward, and renamed them Funkadelic. They aspired to the
wildness and freedom of Jimi Hendrix and Sly Stone.
By 1970 the acts had merged into Parliament-Funkadelic.

Reappropriation
Clinton was fond of reappropriating ideas and themes from the larger
culture (perhaps inspired by Ishmael Reed’s Mumbo Jumbo):
• The Parliaments were named after a brand of cigarettes.
• “Funkadelic” is borrowed from “psychedelic,” the music
associated with LSD.
• “Chocolate City” involves Blacks in the White House.
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• “Mothership Connection” involves Blacks in outer space.
In 1976 Parliament-Funkadelic toured the country on the success of
their top ten R&B hit “We Want The Funk” and album Mothership
Connection. The tours have since become legendary, and in 1990
Polygram released a video of “We Want the Funk” to promote a greatest
hits release. The video highlighted the P-Funk Earth Tour and the
landing of The Mothership onstage.
Watching the video, one would quickly notice the following:
• The organized mayhem, the spectacle, the size of the production
• The sounds and visuals, which are both raw yet sophisticated and
structured, like The Funk
• The look, which is otherworldly and chaotic, not unlike a
traditional African dance performance with elaborate tribal
masks; yet the Black American “street environment” is
nevertheless central to the P-Funk imagery.
One might also consider that every single person shown in the video
began their careers in suits and gowns. But somehow, some way, The
Funk took them to another world.

Unified Funk
P-Funk combines and unifies Black musical traditions into One, in
the Now. One can hear Maceo Parker and Fred Wesley, accomplished
jazzmen and former James Brown players—jazz. Vocalist Glenn Goins
“goes to church” and invokes The Mothership—gospel. A Hendrix/rock
element can be heard as The Mothership descends—rock.

The Mothership
The Mothership narrative continues to build a legacy of its own. Ted
Friedman writes of The Mothership story:
This narrative, a sci-fi variant of the story of Osiris and
Set in Mumbo Jumbo, outlines the universe of
Parliament’s concept albums. The climax to P-Funk’s
concerts of the late ’70s was the landing of The
Mothership, signifying the return of the exiled
Thumpasorus Peoples to earth. As the giant mock29

spaceship was slowly lowered, the band would play the
title track to Mothership Connection, which transforms
the dream of returning to the Motherland of Africa into a
journey across the galaxy. Signifyin(g) upon the spiritual
“Swing Low Sweet Chariot,” the band chanted, “Swing
down sweet chariot-stop/And let me ride.” Science
fiction supplants religion, as “The Funk” becomes a new
kind of deliverance.
This “new kind of deliverance” is important for Black Americans
because the iconography of the civil rights era was in certain ways a
well-worn kind of deliverance; and a newer, broader ranging approach to
Black ideas and values was beginning to emerge. The great funk bands
were delivering on these ideas, yet not enough writers were actually
writing about this.
In 1983 Cornel West published “On Afro-American Popular Music:
From Bebop to Rap” and included the sounds of the ’70s in his scholarly
standalone article. On P-Funk, West had the following to say:
The emergence of technofunk is not simply a repetition
of black escapism or an adolescent obsession with Star
Trek. In addition to being a product of the genius of
George Clinton, technofunk constitutes the second grand
break of Afro-American musicians from American
mainstream music, especially imitated and coopted
Afro-American popular music. Like Charlie Parker’s
bebop, George Clinton’s technofunk both Africanizes
and technologizes Afro-American popular music—with
polyrhythms on polyrhythms, less melody, and freaky
electronically distorted vocals. Similar to bebop,
technofunk unabashedly exacerbates and accentuates the
“blackness” of black music… Funkadelic and Parliament
defy nonblack emulation; they assert their
distinctiveness and the distinctiveness of “funk” in AfroAmerica.
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West presents the thesis that the bebop jazz movement that directly
followed WWII was a crucial break from Western sensibilities, that
could be accessed through active engagement with the music and
lifestyle. Similarly, The Funk provides a “second grand break” from the
West, while being eminently engaged with the West at the same time.
Thus, young, urban Black music fans of the time could identify with The
Funk as both a Western and an African idiom. James Brown provided the
initial breakthrough, and Sly Stone brought dimensions of color to it; it
can be argued that George Clinton took it to yet another level, one which
could be sustained beyond the music itself.

The P-Funk Empire
George Clinton, with his group Parliament-Funkadelic, amassed the
greatest collection of funk musicians to play for years in the longest
running and strongest funk act going. He incorporated the rage of the
streets, the wildness of Jimi Hendrix, the fashion sense of Motown, the
glam of disco, and the urban attitude of hip-hop to keep The Funk
relevant for over fifty years.

Pimps in Outer Space
Clinton’s Mothership Connection portrays traditionalist Black
masculine aesthetics, yet that is just a starting point. Clinton writes, “To
me it was pimps in outer space, the spaceship as a kind of high-tech
Cadillac. Space was a place but it was also a concept, a metaphor for
being way out there the way that Jimi Hendrix had been. Imagining a
record in space was imagining artistry unbound, before it was recalled to
earth.”

Pimp Culture: Fashion
Anthony Bolden is writing extensively about the roots of the wild
looks from funk bands, beginning with Larry Graham and Sly and the
Family Stone in the Bay Area. He concludes that the larger-than-life
looks, fabrics, lapels, flares, hats, and jewelry associated with funk-band
members draw a great deal from the pimp culture of the Bay Area streets.
Robin D.G. Kelley also writes of the zoot suit culture that Malcolm
X subscribed to as a youth, donning the brightest and most ostentatious
looks.
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Francesca T. Royster, in her book Sounding Like A No-No? Queer
Sounds and Eccentric Acts in the Post-Soul Era, explores the nuances of
Clinton’s P-Funk experience:
And while these moments are at times inchoate and
contradictory in terms of a critique of homophobia, they
do at least advance an “elsewhere”—a fantasy space for
new formations of self.
At its most fundamental level, the music and live
performances of Funkadelic and Parliament, we see a
rejection of fear, loathing, and shame of the black body
and the embrace of sexual and imaginative freedom.
The “Funk Aesthetic” continues to thrive among generations of
people who refuse to be conformists, who seek a larger sense of one’s
self, and who perhaps ascribe to the philosophy of P-Funk album-cover
artist Pedro Bell, who claimed “Obviousness is a Sin, and you will pay!”

Where Is The Funk Today?
The Funk is everywhere: in blues clubs, jazz clubs, rock festivals,
hip-hop clubs, dinner lounges, bars, school bands, sporting events,
popular movies, everywhere people congregate, often across the
generations. In D.C., New Orleans, Minneapolis, the West Coast, in
Dayton—funk scenes abound. TV theme songs, action movies,
romances, teen adventures, historical dramas (such as Winning Time and
Straight Outta Compton) feature The Funk prominently. A replica
Mothership is on display on the fifth floor of the National Museum of
African American History in Washington. To find The Funk, you just
gotta pay attention!

The Future of The Funk
Afrika Bambaataa’s 1982 “Planet Rock” is hailed as a breakthrough
for hip-hop, but it is also a futuristic entrée into the realm of electro-funk,
in which multiple practitioners navigate electronics immersed with a raw
feel to create vibrant new funk music.
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The current trend is toward earthy, lively, and soulful music that
combines power and passion “on the one” with the groove.

The Road to Recognition
One bittersweet element of The Funk is the lack of true recognition,
from halls of fame to local communities recognizing their own cultural
treasures. Many communities are now realizing the financial benefits of
Black music museums, and to some extent lifelong artists are slowly
gaining recognition for the decades of joy they have given us. It is going
far too slowly and has taken far too long, however.
One day, we will be able to recognize and celebrate our own funk era
giants in a way that reflects their impact upon us over the decades.

Conclusion
I would submit that Black people since the Middle Passage have
always been Afrofuturists. Our music has always spoken of “someday”:
as in “someday, we shall all be free.” Our art and our survival
mechanisms have always been oriented toward a better day: the one up
ahead. For some of us, the past is baggage; when, in fact, the past can be
our road map—or our sky chart, if you will.
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